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PARENTHOOD  AND  THE  SOCIAL  CONSCIENCE 

Seth  K.  Humphrey 

IN  its  regulation  of  the  individual,  society  makes  progress 
by  working  backward  from  effect  to  cause.  Beginning 
with  simple  repression  of  the  offending  citizen,  with  no 
inquiry  into  the  reason  for  his  offence,  it  has  made  its  way  down- 
ward through  the  various  stages  of  citizenship  in  the  making, 
undertaking  successively  the  instruction  of  youth;  the  protection 
of  childhood;  the  nurture  of  infants;  the  oversight  of  childbirth; 
and  now,  some  communities  impose  conditions  for  expectant 
mothers. 

With  a  growing  appreciation  of  the  advantage  to  be  had 
in  a  good  start,  society,  with  its  rules  and  regulations,  has  crept 
back  almost  to,  but  has  never  put  its  finger  upon,  the  starting- 
point — parenthood.  The  business  of  citizen-making  has  devel- 
oped a  fine  choice  of  methods,  but  no  choice  of  material. 
Human  material  is  still  supplied  at  haphazard,  as  in  the  days  of 
Moses. 

Now  comes  the  eugenist.  Extolling  intelligent  environmental 
work  as  indispensable  to  racial  development,  he  points  out  that, 
because  parenthood  is  not  made  a  part  of  betterment  schemes, 
much  of  the  effort  to  bring  happiness  to  this  generation  is  multi- 
plying hereditary  unfitness  to  plague  the  next. 

For  the  first  lesson  in  eugenics  this  important  fact  of  heredity 
should  be  fixed  in  the  mind:  acquired  characteristics,  except  in 
the  comparatively  rare  cases  of  systemic  poisoning,  are  not  trans- 
mitted in  any  appreciable  degree  to  the  next  generation.  The 
child  draws  its  inherent  powers  and  limitations  from  only  those 
characteristics  of  both  parents  which  they  in  turn  inherited;  the 
traits  which  environment  has  impressed  upon  them — granting  a 
normal  state  of  health — are  excluded  from  the  child's  inheritance. 

Thus  the  social  worker  should  know  that,  however  he  may 
succeed  in  suppressing  the  bad  and  developing  the  good  traits  in 
an  individual,  his  efforts  no  more  affect  the  traits  which  that 
individual  is  carrying  in  store  for  his  offspring  than  they  affect 
his  fingernails,  or  the  color  of  his  eyes.    To  be  sure,  the  re- 

i 


2 


THE  FORUM 


claimed  person  will  be  inclined  to  impress  upon  his  child  the  same 
good  influences  which  have  been  impressed  upon  him;  in  this 
sense,  environmental  effects  survive  the  generation  in  hand.  They 
go  down  to  posterity  so  long  as  posterity  passes  them  along. 
They  are  the  essence  of  civilization,  and  each  generation  may 
add  to  them,  or  subtract  from  them — for  better,  or  for  worse. 
But  the  point  is  that  acquired  characteristics  must  be  impressed 
upon  each  succeeding  generation,  or  they  lapse;  while  hereditary 
traits  persist  of  themselves  through  the  generations,  quite  unaf- 
fected by  environment. 

Equipped  with  the  knowledge  that  no  amount  of  environ- 
mental effort  is  going  to  rid  the  race  of  hereditary  defects,  the 
eugenist  may  well  be  genuinely  alarmed  by  the  fact  that  the  rate 
of  increase  among  the  hereditarily  unfit  is  out  of  all  proportion 
to  that  of  the  normal  population.  The  rise  in  fecundity  with 
the  drop  in  social  worth  is  one  of  the  appalling  facts  of  society. 
It  operates  with  mathematical  sureness  to  depress  the  average 
individual  worth, — and  upon  this,  not  upon  numbers,  the  stability 
of  society  depends. 

A  careless  optimism  enables  most  of  us  to  pass  this  socio- 
logical fact  at  every  turn  of  the  road  without  recognizing  its  true 
import.  The  swarms  of  noisy  children  in  the  slums,  and,  the 
serene  stillness  in  the  abodes  of  the  well-to-do,  impress  us  as 
contrasts,  not  as  conditions  equally  threatening  the  social  order. 
The  woman  with  a  worthless  husband  who  comes  in  on  "  scrub- 
bing-day  "  may  enlist  our  sympathy  because  of  her  six  children, 
but  our  minds  stop  short  of  projecting  upon  future  generations 
those  six  children  of  a  degenerate  man,  as  against  our  own  two, 
or  one,  or  none.  Yet  his  children,  and  theirs  again,  doubtless 
will  be  as  prolific  as  he,  and  ours  as  unprolific  as  we.  And  so  it 
is  with  incapables  generally, — we  pity,  we  aid,  but  we  mentally 
detach  them  as  of  no  account  in  the  social  structure,  whereas 
they  are  among  the  chief  builders  of  it.  The  significance  of  the 
one  function  in  which  they  excel  is  lost  to  the  casual  observer 
in  their  noisome  lack  of  excellence  in  every  other  respect,  but  it  is 
impressed  mightily  upon  dispensaries,  almshouses,  State  institu- 
tions, maternity  hospitals,  rescue  homes,  and  charitable  organiza- 
tions.   The  International  Eugenics  Congress,  recently  held  in 
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London,  thus  voiced  the  situation :  "  The  fertility  of  the  helpless 
is  alarming;  the  procreation  of  their  kind  seems  to  be  their  only 
industry." 

Every  civilization  since  the  world  began  has  gone  down 
before  the  disintegrating  effect  of  the  disproportionate  increase 
of  the  unfit,  the  incapable  and  the  mediocre.  And  now,  the  situa- 
tion in  England  moves  her  distinguished  eugenist,  Doctor 
Saleeby,  to  say:  "  I  am  of  nothing  more  certain  than  that  the 
choice  for  Great  Britain  to-day  is  between  national  eugenics  and 
the  fate  of  all  her  imperial  predecessors  from  Babylon  to  Spain." 

In  the  United  States  there  are  now  nearly  a  million  in  public 
institutions,  while  a  careful  survey  indicates  at  least  three  mil- 
lions more,  incapable  of  self-support,  who  are  more  or  less 
looked  after  privately.  Thus,  about  four  per  cent,  of  the  popu- 
lation is  already  negative,  a  dead  load  upon  society.  And  the 
significant  point  is  that  a  very  high  proportion  of  this  anti- 
social multitude  is  recruited,  not  from  the  normal  population  as 
is  often  carelessly  assumed,  but  from  its  own  progeny,  and  its 
rapid  increase  is  mainly  chargeable  to  its  extraordinary  capacity 
to  reproduce.  Once  we  have  come  to  regard  the  defective  class 
as  a  self-perpetuating  body,  the  natural  method  of  elimination 
will  surprise  us  by  its  obviousness. 

Nature,  when  left  to  her  own  devices,  maintains  the  vigor  of 
a  species  by  ruthless  destruction  of  the  unfit.  She  reproduces 
lavishly,  but  only  the  most  alert  escape  the  perils  of  infancy,  and 
swift  death  overtakes  the  decrepit.  The  fit  survive  to  perpetuate 
the  species.  Man  alone  reverses  the  process  of  natural  selection. 
The  fitter  he  is  to  become  the  father  of  the  race,  the  more  he 
evades  the  responsibility,  and  the  greater  is  his  zeal  in  assisting 
the  less  fit  to  produce  the  bulk  of  the  next  generation.  Except- 
ing the  few  institutions  which  permanently  segregate  a  small  per- 
centage of  the  incapables,  nearly  all  our  modern  humanitarian 
devices  serve  not  only  to  perpetuate  the  hereditarily  unfit  whom 
nature  would  destroy,  but  also  to  facilitate  their  reproduction. 
And  yet,  the  eugenist  rightly  hails  all  intelligent  social  work  as 
vital  and  necessary  parts  of  the  eugenic  programme.  Not  one 
backward  step  would  he  take.  But  he  sees  disaster  in  thus  dis- 
carding nature's  rough  scheme  for  maintaining  a  safe  balance  of 
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fitness,  without  at  the  same  time  providing  a  substitute  scheme. 
Our  folly  is  not  at  all  in  saving  a  greater  proportion  of  the 
babies  born,  but  in  not  seeing  to  it  that  a  greater  proportion  of 
the  babies  born  are  worth  saving. 

This  puts  us  squarely  upon  the  starting-point  of  all  race 
improvement  and  race  deterioration — parenthood.  While  the 
greater  work  of  eugenics — and,  indeed,  the  only  hope  for  actual 
race  improvement — lies  in  a  wholesale  promotion  of  a  better 
parenthood  among  the  fit,  the  more  immediate  and  desperate 
necessity  is  to  rid  the  race  of  its  paralyzing  inheritance  of  un- 
fitness by  denying  parenthood  to  the  hereditarily  unfit.  A  rigid 
enforcement  of  this  prohibition  throughout  the  lifetime  of  one 
single  generation  would  lift  three-quarters  of  the  load  of  incapa- 
bles  from  the  generations  following.  Of  course,  our  finite  knowl- 
edge of  nature's  workings  makes  rigidity  of  action  unthinkable, 
and  completeness  of  result  out  of  question;  but  it  is  enough 
to-day  to  take  us  well  along  in  the  great  work  of  race  preserva- 
tion. 

What  are  the  means  available  for  preventing  parenthood? 
There  are  two, — segregation,  and  sterilization.  Those  who 
think  there  is  a  third, — denial  of  marriage, — have  slim  acquain- 
tance with  incapables. 

Segregation  of  the  feeble-minded  and  insane  as  a  means  for 
giving  them  proper  care  has  been  practised  for  generations,  but 
the  consequent  denial  of  parenthood  has  been,  at  least  until 
recently,  merely  an  incident  of  their  confinement,  not  the  object 
of  it.  Few  realize  how  pitifully  inadequate  is  society's  protec- 
tion of  the  feeble-minded.  The  New  York  State  Board  of 
Charities  says  in  its  last  report: 

"  There  are  about  30,000  feeble-minded  persons  in  the  State 
of  New  York,  of  whom  4,000  are  intermittently  sequestered, 
while  26,000,  who  are  a  menace  to  society,  are  at  liberty  and  may 
reproduce  the  unfit." 

Then  follows  a  chart  of  one  pair  of  these  "  at  liberty,"  show- 
ing eleven  offspring,  one  of  whom,  a  daughter,  gave  birth  to  ten 
children.  The  fertility  of  the  others  is  not  shown.  Every  one 
surviving   of   those  twenty-one   children   was  feeble-minded. 

Massachusetts  finds  room  in  her  institutions  for,  possibly,  one 
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out  of  five  or  six  of  her  miserables.  She  turns  away  two-thirds 
of  those  driven  by  pitiful  necessity  to  seek  her  protection.  Says 
the  last  Trustee's  report: 

"  We  have  been  obliged  to  refuse  a  very  large  number  of 
applicants  for  the  admission  of  feeble-minded  women — many  of 
whom  have  given  birth  to  one  or  more  children  .  .  .  The 
prolific  progeny  of  these  women  almost  without  exception  are 
public  charges  from  the  date  of  their  birth." 

Conditions  do  not  flatter  our  social  intelligence.  The  help- 
lessly idiotic  and  the  insane  are  fairly  taken  care  of,  but  the 
numerous  class  variously  known  as  "  high-grade  imbecile," 
"  defective  delinquent,"  "  moron,"  "  borderliner,"  is  left  in  the 
community, — the  man,  shifty,  alcoholic,  thieving,  unworkable, 
habitually  in  jail;  the  woman,  with  enough  wit  to  make  a  disso- 
lute living  but  not  enough  wit  to  avoid  child-bearing, — the  pro- 
lific mother  of  incapables, — what  of  her?  Medical  science  and 
charity  await  her  call  with  everything  needful  to  make  her 
irresponsibility  complete.  Society  does  its  very  best  for  her  at 
the  particular  moment  when  she  is  doing  her  very  worst  for 
society, — then  turns  her  adrift  again,  because  "  she  can  take 
care  of  herself!"  The  records  show  many  of  these  women 
returning  to  leave  their  bits  of  defective  humanity,  not  merely 
once,  but  three,  four,  five,  and  as  many  as  fourteen  times. 

It  is  universally  conceded  that  a  high  proportion  of  habitual 
criminals,  paupers,  prostitutes,  vagrants,  and  incapables  gener- 
ally, are  mentally  defective;  that  feeble-mindedness  is  the  key- 
stone of  the  whole  miserable  arch;  that  of  all  characteristics  it 
is  the  most  certain  in  its  heredity,  yielding  a  self-perpetuating, 
self-increasing  army  of  miserables.  In  the  face  of  these  facts, 
our  civilized  communities  may  as  well  dispense  with  soft  excuses 
and  admit  that  the  slipshod  handling  of  the  feeble-minded 
approaches  criminal  stupidity. 

We  need  wholly  to  reverse  our  view  as  to  which  is  the 
defective's  greater  offence, — making  a  social  burden  of  himself, 
or  leaving  six  behind  him  to  become  social  burdens.  As  wc 
succeed  in  learning  that  irresponsibles  cannot  be  punished  into  a 
state  of  responsibility,  our  eternal  penalizing  of  them  will  give 
place  to  sustained  and  sympathetic  care.    But  their  procreating 
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with  our  "  God  speed  you  "  will  cease.  Some  day  we  will  fol- 
low up  and  isolate  the  carriers  of  mental  defect  for  the  same 
reason  that  we  now  follow  up  and  isolate  the  carriers  of  small- 
pox or  the  plague.  The  sum  of  human  misery  in  this  country 
due  to  every  contagious  disease  is  not  one-tenth  that  entailed  by 
inherited  mental  defect. 

Adequate  treatment  of  the  situation  by  segregation  alone 
would  require,  at  least,  a  five-fold  increase  of  institutional  facili- 
ties. But  it  is  conceivable  that  a  large  number,  whose  chief 
social  menace  is  their  capacity  for  parenthood,  might  safely  be 
at  large,  if  rendered  sterile.  This  method  of  denying  parent- 
hood is  being  widely  discussed,  both  in  this  country  and  Europe. 
Vasectomy,  the  comparatively  new  operation  for  men,  is  attended 
by  no  danger,  only  a  day's  inconvenience,  and  entails  no  nervous 
disturbance,  or  constitutional  change  other  than  the  one  sought. 
The  operation  for  women,  though  less  simple,  is  similar  in  its 
effects.  Eight  States  have  enacted  sterilization  laws,  and  others 
are  considering  the  problem. 

In  this  eagerness  to  take  up  with  a  new  remedy,  the  older 
and  more  natural  method,  segregation,  seems  to  have  been  lost 
sight  of.  The  chief  difficulty  with  the  laws  enacted,  paradoxical 
as  it  may  seem,  is  that  they  make  sterilization  compulsory.  A 
deep-seated  prejudice  in  the  public  mind  against  enforced  mutila- 
tion of  the  body  certainly  will  militate  against  their  effective 
enforcement.  Officials  generally  in  the  several  States  are  too 
fearful  of  criticism  even  to  make  a  beginning.  In  this  connec- 
tion the  experience  in  Indiana  is  of  the  greatest  significance.  For 
several  years  vasectomy  has  been  practised  in  one  of  her  institu- 
tions, but  without  compulsion;  every  one  of  nearly  800  men  and 
boys  operated  upon  submitted  voluntarily.  In  this  general  will- 
ingness of  the  unfortunates  to  have  their  miseries  ended  with 
themselves  is  contained  the  suggestion  that  sterilization  should 
always  be  voluntary;  that,  instead  of  a  sterilization  law,  there 
might  better  be  a  parenthood  law,  embodying  both  methods.  Let 
it  forbid  compulsory  sterilization,  but  to  those  among  the  unfit 
who  may  be  safely  at  large,  offer  the  choice  between  sterilization 
with  liberty,  and  segregation;  and  impose  segregation  upon  the 
remainder,  without  sterilization.    In  this  manner  the  benefits  of 
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sterilization  could  be  secured  without  so  much  as  touching  the 
question  of  enforced  mutilation.  Indiana's  experience  indicates 
that  the  incapables  to  whom  it  should  be  offered  would  quite  gen- 
erally regard  it  as  a  trifling  penalty  to  pay  for  liberty. 

Of  the  two  methods,  segregation  is  unquestionably  the  more 
desirable,  from  the  viewpoint  of  society's  welfare.  With  some 
show  of  reason  its  advocates  ask:  Why  should  we  strive  to  rid 
future  generations  of  the  socially  unfit,  and  ourselves  endure 
their  contaminating  presence?  But  there  is  this  vital  difference: 
with  us,  the  unfit  are  living  human  beings,  entitled  to  our  con- 
sideration as  unfortunates,  while  the  hope  for  the  future  is  that 
their  kind  shall  not  have  been  born.  Denial  of  parenthood  by 
segregation  alone,  on  a  scale  to  be  at  all  effective,  would  compel 
a  wholesale  deprivation  of  liberty  that  could  not  hope  for  public 
approval.  No  matter  how  pleasant,  how  devoid  of  stigma, 
their  confinement  might  be  made,  nor  how  greatly  improved  their 
condition  of  living,  a  persistently  unthinking  public  would  not  get 
far  beyond  the  view  that  next  to  the  supreme  penalty  was  being 
visited  upon  men  and  women  who  have  always  been  regarded  as 
fairly  tolerable  in  the  community.  With  this  view  the  more 
intelligent  of  those  confined  would  heartily  concur. 

A  discreet  offering  of  the  choice  of  methods  would  tend  to 
allay  prejudices  against  both.  Once  the  vital  necessity  for  deny- 
ing parenthood  to  the  unfit  is  recognized,  there  need  be  no  battle 
over  methods.  Doubtless  public  opinion  would  at  first  incline 
toward  a  quite  free  offering  of  sterile  liberty.  Permanently 
segregated  would  be  only  those  with  unfitness  so  apparent  and 
menacing  as  to  make  them  dangerous  to  public  peace  and  morals. 
Into  this  class,  for  obvious  reasons,  a  large  proportion  of  women 
unfortunates  should  fall,  but  it  is  doubtful  whether  public  opinion 
would  at  first  acquiesce  in  denying  them  a  childless  freedom. 
The  segregation  method  would  gain  favor  only  as  those  released 
demonstrated  their  unfitness  for  liberty.  Both  methods  should 
be  allowed  to  work  their  own  way  into  public  opinion, — the 
danger  in  forcing  a  contest  between  methods  would  lie  in  falling 
between  them  and  administering  neither. 

The  prime  essential  is  a  public  convinced  that  hereditary 
defectiveness  is  our  most  awful  social  burden,  and  that  it  is  in 
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large  measure  preventable.  There  is  no  need,  at  first,  for 
strict  definitions.  A  parenthood  law  should  not  attempt  to  be 
specific;  rather,  it  should  broadly  cover  hereditary  unfitness,  not 
with  the.  expectation  of  at  once  reaching  all  whom  it  should 
reach,  but  to  admit  of  increasing  its  scope  as  our  knowledge 
increases  and  popular  approval  is  won.  Public  opinion  and 
official  inertia  may  be  counted  upon  to  keep  its  application  well 
within  reasonable  limits. 

In  this  new  field  of  effort,  as  in  its  earlier  undertakings  with 
the  individual,  society  doubtless  will  work  backward  to  funda- 
mentals. The  parenthood  idea  will  have  gained  a  start  when 
every  person  under  institutional  care  is  examined  with  regard  to 
fitness  for  parenthood  before  liberty  is  granted;  it  will  have 
materially  progressed  when  the  examination  is  extended  to  the 
army  of  "  repeaters  " — alcoholics,  prostitutes,  petty  criminals, 
unworkables — whose  incessant  delinquencies  engage  four-fifths 
of  all  corrective  and  charitable  effort;  but  it  will  not  have  arrived 
at  the  beginning  until  an  unobtrusive  scrutiny  of  all  children 
under  the  age  of  puberty  singles  out  those  whose  characteristics 
suggest  a  study  of  their  history  and  antecedents  for  hereditary 
defect.  So  instinctive  is  the  propensity  of  defectives  to  repro- 
duce that  the  really  preventative  work  must  begin  with  childhood. 
It  might  end  there,  did  not  our  imperfect  knowledge  of  heredity 
preclude,  in  many  cases,  an  early  forecast  of  unfitness  for 
parenthood.  Much  hereditary  defectiveness  which  cannot  be 
recognized  in  childhood  demonstrates  itself  in  the  Juvenile  Court; 
but  delinquency  must  never  be  mistaken  for  hereditary  defect, 
and  a  proper  caution  will  compel  the  search  for  unfit  parenthood 
at  every  stage  of  life. 

And  may  Heaven  preserve  us  from  an  unfeeling  dogmatism 
in  this  business  of  dealing  with  those  who  have  fared  so  poorly 
in  their  heritage.  A  fitting  sense  of  man's  crude  understanding 
of  his  fellowman  will  leave  the  work  forever  incomplete.  But 
in  some  measure  to  end  with  unfortunates  now  living  defective 
traits  which  have  come  down,  perhaps,  through  countless  genera- 
tions; to  lessen  misery  born  of  misery  again  and  again;  this  is 
the  alluring  prospect  in  the  new  field  of  social  endeavor.  What 
better  thing  can  we  do  for  these  who  are  to  come  after  us? 


